Balancing segmentation and laterality during vertebrate development.
Somites are the mesodermal segments of vertebrate embryos that become the vertebral column, skeletal muscle and dermis. Somites arise within the paraxial mesoderm by the periodic, bilaterally symmetric process of somitogenesis. However, specification of left-right asymmetry occurs in close spatial and temporal proximity to somitogenesis and involves some of the same cell signaling pathways that govern segmentation. Here, we review recent evidence that identifies cross-talk between these processes and that demonstrates a role for retinoic acid in maintaining symmetrical somitogenesis by preventing impingement of left-right patterning signals upon the paraxial mesoderm.